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The importance of the web form as an online 
communication tool cannot be overstated. It turns a 
one-way flow of information on your website into a two-
way dialogue with your end-users and enables them to 
complete tasks which are more often than not inextricably 
tied to the success of your business (such as registering 
interest, making a purchase or requesting information). 
However, people rarely come to a website specifically to 
complete a form and instead often view it as a barrier 
that must be overcome in order to achieve their desired 
goal(s). Making the process as easy as possible is 
imperative. 

An effective web form is made up of lots of different 
elements, most of which vary according to the nature 
of the form and the type of device being used to access 
it. This post details five pieces of best practice advice 
with which you can start to improve the User Experience 
(UX) of your own web forms and significantly boost your 
conversion rate.

Introduction
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One of the most important things to bear in mind when 
designing a form is length. Keep your forms as short as 
possible by only including input fields that are absolutely 
necessary and remember that for every form you include 
on your site your users have to: (1) read and understand 
what is required from them; (2) decide on a response; and 
(3) input that response. Regarding these considerations
and the potential cognitive burden of each additional
field Luke Wroblewski notes: “the best way to speed up
that process is not to ask the question at all [if it is not of
immediate relevance]”.

Studies have confirmed a strong correlation between 
fewer questions and higher form completion rates (see 
Brian Moloney, “Further Reading”); a pattern supported 
by our own experience of testing at Box UK. For example, 
in a newsletter form redesign project taking fields such as 
‘Marital status’, ‘Gender’, Date of birth’, ‘Second contact 
number’ and ‘How did you find this site?’ out of the initial 
form increases the number of form completions. While 
this information is of value to the client’s marketing team, 
being asked for it at this early stage of the journey was 
considered unnecessary or even worse invasive and overly 
personal by some end-users.

Justify the inclusion of 
each form field1

Figure 1: a newsletter 
registration form, 

complete with 
unnecessary fields 
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This response is not uncommon and often a better 
approach is to try and capture this data at a different 
point in the user journey. In our example some fields were 
moved to the form’s confirmation page and others to 
registered users’ ‘My Account’ profile settings. This new 
strategy not only increased the form’s conversion rate, but 
also provided the client with more (and better quality) 
marketing data - with customers now in a positive frame 
of mind (rather than frustrated by what they perceived as 
‘unnecessary’ questions) they were more inclined to tell us 
about how they found the site, etc.

Figure 2: said newsletter 
form, redesigned to 

include only those fields 
absolutely necessary 

Remember

Your objective should be getting users through the 
form in as quick and pain-free a way as possible. If 
some fields are business-critical, but the reasons for 
this are unlikely to be immediately apparent, then be 
sure to explain to them why you need the information 
and how it will be used.  
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A second tip is to tailor your forms by hiding potentially 
unnecessary questions at the start of the user journey. 
For example, in a ‘registration’ project we suppressed a 
number of questions because they either weren’t relevant 
to the majority of users or could be asked in a smarter 
way, and instead revealed them through progressive 
disclosure only if and when they were required. 

In this particular instance, there were a number of fields 
related to the details of a second family member all of 
which were replaced with a single link labelled ‘Add family 
member’ that, when clicked, showed the relevant fields. 
As a consequence the form looked significantly less 
intimidating to complete yet still captured the relevant 
data where it was appropriate. 

In a similar way, logged-in customers shouldn’t have to 
answer the same questions as new users. In these cases 
form length should be kept to an absolute minimum by 
displaying details as static text and not including fields 
unlikely to need updating such as ‘Date of birth’ and 
‘Gender’ (as in the following example).

Tailor your forms with 
progressive disclosure 2
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Traditional approach

Progressive disclosure

Figure 3: a traditional 
returning customer form 

with pre-populated 
fields 

Figure 4: a progressive 
disclosure returning 
customer form with 

hidden fields (clicking 
‘edit’ would revert to the 

traditional display) 

Remember

If you use progressive disclosure it is important to 
make sure that screen-reading software does not 
read aloud the hidden questions, by initially setting 
the CSS commands ‘display’ to ‘none’ and ‘visibility’ 
to ‘hidden’. Take care, however, to update ‘display’ 
to ‘block’ and ‘visibility’ to ‘visible’ whenever an 
activation button is pressed (e.g. ‘add another 
number’) to ensure fields remain accessible.   
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A key ingredient of good usability is efficiency and 
making your form as streamlined as possible should be a 
top priority. Setting form defaults can help, and there are 
typically two types: Member and Smart. 

Member defaults 
Existing members have usually already supplied their 
personal, payment and account details, and in these 
cases most fields should be set by default based on this 
information. 

Amazon, for example, have such an efficient purchase 
process for logged-in users that a product can be bought 
with a single click.

Smart defaults 
Smart defaults are based on the preferences of the 
majority of users. For example, using tools such as Google 
Analytics you can identify: 
• Common locations
• Product preferences
• Delivery preferences

Aligning your default selections with these findings should 
result in the majority of users having to make fewer clicks.

Consider the default form 
selections 3

Figure 5: Amazon’s “Buy 
now with 1-Click®”  
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Users should of course be able override default selections, 
but attempting a ‘best guess’ about what they are likely 
to pick based on the choices of other users can help make 
the form easier to complete.

Here are some examples from previous Box UK projects:

Insight Form default

98% of visitors were UK- 
based

Country drop-down = 
‘United Kingdom’ 

85% of visitors selected 
a saving product with 
‘annual’ interest payments

Interest payments = 
‘annual’

80% of users selected 
‘free delivery’

Delivery option = ‘free’

Remember

Attempting a ‘best guess’ about what users are likely 
to pick can help make forms easier to complete but 
you must provide the ability to easily override default 
selections too. 
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To enable users to complete your form quickly you should 
support them throughout the entire user journey. However, 
it’s important to strike the right balance between excessive 
instruction that is likely to frustrate and insufficient support 
which can negatively affect completion rates. 

For example, in the application form below ITV display a 
lot of information that details the terms and conditions of 
entry, eligibility requirements and contact information. A 
better, more user-friendly approach might have been to 
take the user through a simple questionnaire that filtered 
out unsuitable candidates to make the corresponding form 
much simpler.

Support your users4

Figure 6: ITV’s “The 
Chase” application 

form has a very long 
introduction 
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In contrast, The British Horse Society membership 
application form includes a simple (and short) checklist 
at the top of the page to inform users of what is required 
of them as well as a concise summary of their chosen 
membership plan, the organisation’s contact details, 
payment options and their policy regarding security to the 
side.

Figure 7: The British 
Horse Society’s 

application form 
provides concise 

contact, payment and 
security support 
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Similarly, Aviva provide a shortcut to FAQs as well as 
a summary of their contact details, cover and policy 
information and, again, reassurance about security.

Another obvious way to support your users is to make 
it easier for them to complete the required form fields. 
For example, Baymard Institute has developed a great 
‘country selector’ tool that suggests countries based 
on real-time typing (see Baymard Institute, “Further 
Reading”). This is particularly useful for those in the 
United Kingdom given that ‘UK’, ‘Great Britain’, ‘Britain’, 
‘Wales’, ‘Scotland’, ‘England’ and ‘Northern Ireland’ are 
all frequently searched for but often covered by a single 
selection in the form drop-down list.

Figure 8: Aviva’s 
application form 

provides easy access to 
FAQs, contact details 

and security information 

Figure 9: Baymard 
Institute’s country 

selector 
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Remember too that clear signalling with easily 
distinguishable primary and secondary Calls To Action 
(CTAs) helps guide users, while too many options may 
confuse. For example, during usability testing users found 
the following page disorienting because there appeared 
to be multiple primary options and the ‘Buy’ button 
conflicted with the progress indicator which said they 
were only at step 1 of 4 in the process.

Figure 10: non-
distinguishable primary 

and secondary call to 
actions 
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Apple, in contrast, provide a great example of clear 
signalling, with progressive primary call to action buttons 
that are consistently formatted in green to help inform the 
user of their next step.

Zopa too clearly communicate requirements to their users 
with detailed support text for individual form fields (see 
Figure 12), something that can be used to convey: 
• Date format
• Time format
• Password rules
• ‘Optional’ status
• Additional costs

Figure 11: Apple clearly 
signpost their call to 

action 
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Figure 12: Zopa 
attach support text to 
individual form fields 

to provide support for 
their users 

They also include strong persuasive content about their 
product beside the application form although this is an 
approach you’ll want to consider carefully – such content 
is very powerful and should certainly be promoted 
somewhere within the user’s journey but be aware that 
users may take longer to complete the form and become 
distracted because of it.

Remember

To comply with best practice, always look to include 
the following information alongside your form: 

• Your contact/support details in case the user has a
question

• Information on how long the form will take to
complete and what details will be required

• Payment options (where relevant)

• Security and data protection policies

• A summary of previous selections if using a multi-
step form or during an e-commerce check-out
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Studies have concluded that it takes a user an average of 
28.4 seconds to pass a traditional CAPTCHA (a replication 
test that proves they are human and not a spam bot), and 
that their use can reduce a form’s conversion rate by around 
3% (see David Bushell, “Further Reading”). 

The BBC also tested CAPTCHA to evaluate its impact and 
concluded: 

“The results were not unexpected. Many users did not 
know what a CAPTCHA was or understand why they were 
needed. Most users found them annoying. Visually impaired 
participants expected full accessibility from the BBC and 
felt it would affect our reputation to use them. Elderly users 
had issues with the distorted text. The logic puzzles were 
found to be odd and patronising. The audio was struggled 
with. Overall, extremely negative feelings were expressed 
towards CAPTCHA technology” 

– Rowun Giles, BBC CAPTCHA and BBC iD

Stop using CAPTCHA tests5

Figure 13: YouTube’s 
CAPTCHA is almost 

certainly not going to 
be passed 
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There are many CAPTCHA techniques, such as image 
recognition, friend recognition and drag and drop, and all 
have their advantages and disadvantages. However, there 
are also an increasing number of ‘invisible’ solutions to 
verify users such as: 

Preventable tools 
Preventable tools stop spammers from delivering junk and 
in many cases from ever reaching the site in the first place. 
The Bad Behavior plugin, for example, analyses the HTTP 
headers, IP address, and other metadata elements of a 
request to determine whether it is spammy or malicious. 

Filter solutions 
A filter such as Akismet automatically detects comment 
and trackback spam and stops it from being published 
on the site. These tools are often hosted on third-party 
servers and accessed through plugins and APIs. 

Honeypots 
Honeypots are systems that hide a blank form field 
through CSS so only bots can see it. When the form is 
submitted, it’s checked to make sure no data has been 
inputted into the hidden field.

Remember
Depending on the specific needs of your business and 
users some of these tools may be more appropriate 
than others. It may even be that a combination of 
these and other solutions is required to optimise your 
form’s performance.  
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Web forms are comprised of many different elements, 
making it important to ensure that each is given due 
consideration and designed well to avoid a confusing user 
experience and deliver value to both the user and site 
owner. 

The motivations behind incorporating a form into a web 
page are numerous and require that, first and foremost, you 
consider the purpose of your form. All subsequent decisions 
should then be based on the specific needs of your users 
and business, while remembering to make every effort to 
keep the user journey lean and informative. 

To find out more about how we approach user experience 
design at Box UK, visit our UX Design page or get in touch 
with one of our expert consultants to see how we could help 
you improve conversion rate, user satisfaction, interactions 
and engagement. 

Conclusion
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At Box UK our team of simply brilliant thinkers, consultants and 
application developers mastermind simply brilliant solutions to the 

world’s toughest web and software projects. 

It’s why blue chip organisations around the world, from airlines to car 
manufacturers, international banks to global charities, choose to trust 
us with the execution of their digital strategies, from the development 
of enterprise-level custom software platforms to the delivery of award-

winning multi-channel experiences. 

So if you want an effective, compelling software solution, talk to us.
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